Eastern Illinois University

The Keep
Masters Theses

Student Theses & Publications

1994

From Innocence to Experience in William Blake's
The Book of Thel and the Visions of the Daughters
of Albion
Ann B. Moutray
This research is a product of the graduate program in English at Eastern Illinois University. Find out more
about the program.

Recommended Citation
Moutray, Ann B., "From Innocence to Experience in William Blake's The Book of Thel and the Visions of the Daughters of Albion"
(1994). Masters Theses. 2076.
https://thekeep.eiu.edu/theses/2076

This is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Theses & Publications at The Keep. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses
by an authorized administrator of The Keep. For more information, please contact tabruns@eiu.edu.

THESIS REPRODUCTION CERTIFICATE
TO:

Graduate Degree Candidates (who have written formal theses)

SUBJECT:

Permission to Reproduce Theses

The University Library is rece1v1ng a number of requests from other institutions
asking permission to reproduce dissertations for inclusion in their library
holdings. Although no copyright laws are involved, we feel that professional
courtesy demands that permission be obtained from the author before we allow
theses to be copied.
PLEASE SIGN ONE OF THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS:
Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University has my permission to lend my
thesis to a reputable college or university for the purpose of copying it for
inclusion in that institution's library or re~earch holdings.

Date

I respectfully request Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University not allow
my thesis to be reproduced because:

Author

Date

FROM INNOCENCE TO EXPERIENCE IN WILLIAM BLAKE'S
THE BOOK OF THEL AND THE VISIONS OF THE DAUGHTERS OF ALBION
(TITLE)

BY

ANN B. MOUTRAY

THESIS
SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTER OF ARTS

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL, EASTERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
CHARLESTON, ILLINOIS

1994
YEAR

I HEREBY RECOMMEND THIS THESIS BE ACCEPTED AS FULFILLING "
THIS PART OF THE GRADUATE DEGREE CITED ABOVE

December 14, 1994
DATE

December 14, 1994
DATE

ABSTRACT

My thesis focuses on William Blake's challenge of the
conventional Christianity of his time and his questioning of
what he perceived as the hypocritical moral codes of the
Church of England.

Blake blames these codes for dominating

and imprisoning humanity by preventing individuals from
acting through their use of the imagination.

For Blake, the

imagination does not simply imply a creation of the
imaginative faculty; instead, it refers to an imagination
that is transforming and that becomes a measure of salvation
and deliverance from the man-made codes that imprison
humanity.

These codes, while originating from and

propagated by the Church of England, were also the social
codes, generally accepted as the conventional morality of
"common sense," the codes of "prudence."
Blake's observation that both sexes were oppressed by
the strict moral codes of the Church appears evident in The
Visions of the Daughters of Albion, one of his "shorter
prophecies."

When the virgin Oothoon chooses to enter the
i

world of experience, she is raped by Bromion, the character
who represents the enforcer of the codes.

Oothoon fights

the codes when she attempts to liberate herself by using the
imagination and by creating a new perception of reality for
herself.

She also tries to liberate her lover, Theotormon,

but he refuses to rebel against the Church's moral codes.
His refusal to use his imagination to free himself causes
Oothoon to remain an emotional slave to the codes of the
Church and to remain a victim of her rapist's violence.
Oothoon, however, achieves a limited liberation despite
Theotormon's failure to liberate himself.
In The Book of Thel, Blake presents the virgin Thel,
who, unlike Oothoon, retreats from life and experience and
chooses to remain in her world of innocence.

Thel

initially desires to enter the world of experience and
embarks on a quest for the meaning of her existence.

During

the quest, her brief encounter with experience and her fear
of death teach her that she cannot cope with the realities
and consequences of existing in the adult world.

Death is

Thel's ultimate source of anxiety that evokes her sexual
repression.

By seeing sex as the onset of death instead of

the liberation of the imagination of which Blake writes,
Thel fails to find freedom and to achieve unity of both mind
ii

and body.

Blake's implication that Thel struggles with

moral rejection and with the social and moral fear of havin
lost her virginity reflects his idea that the man-made mora
codes inhibit humanity in the use of the imagination that,
according to Blake, offers true salvation to mankind.

iii
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Introduction and Overview

In the eighteenth century, sexuality was an aspect of
human affairs over which the Church sought to maintain
strict control.

While men assumed a great degree of, albeit

often clandestine, sexual freedom, women were inevitably
sexually repressed by this "double standard" and, in many
cases, victimized.

For instance, rape victims were not

considered "true" victims unless they screamed while being
raped and their screams were heard (Brownmiller 20).
Generally, a woman who had been raped was perceived as
"damaged goods" and experienced societal rejection due to
the loss of her virginity or "pure" state.

Throughout his

works, William Blake challenges the conventional
Christianity of his time and questions what he perceived as
the hypocritical moral codes of the Church of England.

He

blames these codes for dominating and imprisoning humanity
by preventing individuals from acting through the

imagination.

For Blake, the imagination does not simply

imply a creation of the imaginative faculty, a creation of
fantasy; instead, it refers to an imagination that
transforms the self through the creation of one's entire
sensory and conceptual worldview and that becomes a measure
of salvation and deliverance from the man-made codes that
imprison humanity.
Blake challenged the notion that virginity is a pure
state which one can lose.

In "The Life and Love: Blake's

Oothoon," Roland Duerksen states that Blake uses the word
virgin to "suggest not permanence but a perpetually renewing
transience"

(192) .

Thus, Blake perceives virginity as a

state of being that cannot be altered by external circumstances.

By challenging the traditional interpretation of

virginity, Blake attempts to subvert the sexual double
standard that imprisoned the women of his time.

In some of

his writings, especially The Four Zoas, Blake presents the
idea that both men and women must achieve mutual emancipation from the man-made codes of the Church in order to be
truly liberated.

He suggests that passions should be freed

so that the liberation of the imagination can occur. This
liberation must be experienced by men and women together.
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Only through the mutual freeing of the passions can men and
women find freedom and achieve unity of both body and mind.
Blake observed that both sexes were oppressed by the
strict moral codes of the Church.

This perception appears

evident in The Visions of the Daughters of Albion, one of
his "shorter prophecies."

In this work, Oothoon, a rape

victim, attempts to liberate herself by using the
imagination and creating a new perception of reality for
herself.

She also tries to liberate her lover, Theotormon,

but he refuses to rebel against the Church's moral codes.
His refusal to use his imagination to free himself from
conventional morality causes Oothoon to remain an emotional
slave to socially embraced prudence and to remain a victim
of her rapist's violence.

Oothoon, however, achieves a

limited liberation despite Theotormon's failure to liberate
himself.
My thesis examines two of Blake's poems, the "shorter
prophecies": The Book of Thel (1789) and The Visions of the
Daughters of Albion (1793).

It focuses on the character-

izations of Thel and Oothoon, the respective protagonists,
and explores their social position as symbolic, archetypal
representatives of women living in the eighteenth century.
The social position of these women parallels the Biblical
3

hierarchy of men and women which held, conventionally, that
the latter's status was inferior and thus women must remain
subservient to men.

This presumed subserviency not only

limited women in their social position, but it also
attempted to repress them sexually by dwarfing their
imagination.

According to Blake, repression of the

imagination signifies imprisonment of the individual and of
the natural senses.

Blake held that the liberation from

man-imposed restraints occurs when one reaches beyond the
five natural senses and uses the imagination to create a new
perception of one's reality.

In this new perceived reality,

an individual can move outside of the parameters of
inhibition and repression to redefine oneself and to reach
outside of one's universe.

For Blake, the human imagination

is dynamic because it transforms individuals by freeing
their desire from the restraints of conventional morality.
My exploration of these works shows Thel's sexual
repression and her fear of death and experience in contrast
to Oothoon's courage and desire for sexual experience.

In

both of these works, Blake explores the sexual awakening of
women and the correlation of this awakening with the
liberation of the senses.

I argue that Thel's retreat from

experience and her decision not to use her imagination
4

represents the imprisonment of the senses, in contrast to
Oothoon's decision to move boldly into experience and to
create a new perception of reality for herself through the
liberation of her senses.

5

Thel's Failure

In the opening lines of The Book of Thel, the virgin
Thel is found in a state of innocence as she reflects on her
imminent mortality and on her desire to leave her virginal
state.

The illustration for the title page shows the virgin

Thel dressed as a shepherdess, holding a staff.

She stands

by an arching willow tree and watches a naked youth and a
young woman embracing near an opened flower.

The arching

willow tree by which Thel stands perhaps represents a gate
or entrance into the world of experience.
points to Thel.

An unopened bud

It represents both her virginity and her

innocence, as well as the potential for blooming into beauty
and its intrinsic (inherent) fruition in procreation.
As Thel stands by the tree, she contemplates entering
the world of experience.

She appears both excited and

apprehensive as she embarks on a quest through which she
hopes to find meaning for her existence:
6
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The daughters of Mne Seraphim led round their
sunny flocks.
All but the youngest; she in paleness sought the
secret air.
To fade away like morning beauty from her mortal
day:
Down by the river of Adona her soft voice is
heard:
And thus her gentle lamentation falls like morning
dew.

(1:1-5)

Thel's anxiety appears evident as "she in paleness sought
the secret air."

While her sisters, "the daughters of Mne

Seraphim led round their sunny flocks," Thel finds herself
in a separate existential dimension where she attempts to
verify her existence (identity) and to discover meaning for
her life.

Christopher Heppner states that Thel "seems to

experience herself as a kind of ghost, a mere appearance for
others" and that "as solution to her anxiety she seeks rest,
and the sleep of death in which she can hear a voice"
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(80) .

In the subsequent passage, Thel's voice echoes her
ambivalence as she acknowledges both her mortality and her
apprehension concerning her desire for experience:

O life of this our spring! why fades the lotus of
the water?
Why fade these children of the spring? born but to
smile & fall.
Ah! Thel is like a watry bow. and like a
parting cloud.
Like a reflection in a glass. like shadows in the
water.
Like dreams of infants. like a smile upon an
infants face,
Like the doves voice, like transient day, like
music in the air;
Ah! gentle may I lay me down, and gentle rest my
head.
And gentle sleep the sleep of death. and gentle
hear the voice
Of him that walketh in the garden in the evening
time.

(1:6-14)
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Thel's quest and desire for experience begin with some
apprehension as she asks, "Why fades the lotus of the water?

I Why fade these children of the spring?" (1:6-7)

Thel

seems to lament the natural life and death cycle which all
humans are predestined to experience.

She cannot understand

the inevitability of death, and she fears the natural
changes that await her at each stage of life.
Thel also struggles with a desire to abandon her
virginity and to enter the world of experience.

By

referring to herself in the third person in this passage,
Thel demonstrates her ambivalence.

She recognizes her own

desire for experience but remains distant from fully
committing herself to experience.

Thel fears that, once

she experiences sex, she will have committed implicitly a
sexual sin that will force her out of her world of
innocence.

While she desires to leave her innocence to

experience adventure, Thel may also wish to leave her world
of innocence temporarily and return to that world later.

In

his essay, Vernon E. Lattin argues that "Thel would like to
change the story of Genesis and 'gentle hear the voice I Of
him that walketh in the garden in the evening time'" (14).
Thus, Thel possesses an awareness that once she commits what
she perceives to be a sin, she, like Eve in Genesis, will be
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expelled from the Garden of Eden forever.

Harold Bloom

suggests that the world of Thel and the Garden of Eden are
both "places to fall from, if the experiential world is to
begin" (54) .

If this inevitable "fall" is the case, then

Thel possesses an intuitive awareness that, in order to
fulfill her sexual desires and to enter the world of
experience, she must, like Eve, fall from her garden of
innocence and leave the safety of that garden.

Thel,

however, is not prepared to leave her innocent state.
Thel's hesitant quest continues when she meets the
"Lilly of the valley."
world of innocence.

Like Thel, the Lilly exists in a

Lattin states that "The Lilly's world

is a Christian/pastoral world without sexuality or progress,
a virgin world which 'tames the fire breathing steed' of
passion" (15) .

Thus, the similarities between the world of

the Lilly and the world of Thel prevent the Lilly from
providing any insight or direction for Thel.

The Lilly

cannot advise Thel on matters of sexuality or experience.
The Lilly's passionless world offers no sensual vision or
imagination to provide Thel with the courage that she needs
to enter the world of experience.

For example, Thel sees in

the Lilly's "perfume" a "wine" that purifies "the golden
honey," but the honey has no significant association with
10

pollinating flowers.

Thus, Thel sees the Lilly's function

as an idea only, not as a life-bearing process.

Eugenie

Freed states that Blake's "Lilly" is "a self-effacing
'little virgin of the peaceful valley'"

(2:3) and that its

life is "one of self-sacrifice and selfless caring for other
living creatures"

(108) .

The Lilly, unlike Thel, has no

energy or desire to experience anything beyond the
fulfilling of her function in the natural cycle.

Thel

recognizes the danger of that natural cycle because it
inevitably leads to death.

The Lilly accepts her role in

nature and seems satisfied with her natural function.
Therefore, the conversation with the Lilly fails to provide
the answers that Thel seeks.
Thel's second encounter is with the "little Cloud."
Unlike the Lilly, the Cloud represents an image of potential
energy and sexual desire:

O virgin know' st thou not. our steeds drink of the
golden springs
Where Luvah doth renew his horses: look' st thou on
my youth.
And f earest thou because I vanish and am seen no
more.
11

Nothing remains; O maid I tell thee, when I pass
away,
It is to tenfold life, to love, to peace, and
raptures holy;
Unseen descending, weigh my light wings upon balmy
flowers;
And court the fair eyed dew. to take me to her
shining tent;
The weeping virgin, trembling kneels before the
risen sun,
Till we arise link'd in a golden band, and never
part;
But walk united, bearing food to all our tender
flowers.

(3:7-16)

Thel hears the Cloud's claims for Luvah, who represents
erotic power in Blake's mythology, but she doubts that she
can participate in his "raptures holy."

Thus, Thel

expresses her doubts as she speaks with the Cloud:

Dost thou O little Cloud?
like thee;
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I fear that I am not

For I walk through the vales of Har.

and smell

the sweetest flowers;
But I feed not the little flowers;

I hear the

warbling birds,
But I feed not the warbling birds.

they fly and

seek their food;
But Thel delights in these no more because I fade
away,
And all shall say, without a use this shining
woman liv'd,
Or did she only live.
worms.

to be at death the food of

(3: 17-23)

The Cloud's earlier dialogue (3:5-16) with Thel contains
images of energy and sexuality:

The

"golden head" and the

"steeds drink of the golden springs" are phallic images in
this passage.

In Blake's mythology, "Luvah" is associated

with the sun and with erotic power. "Raptures holy" implies
orgasmic pleasure and sexual energy. "Light wings upon balmy
flowers" might suggest erotic touching, and "court the fair
eyed dew" might suggest the vaginal secretions of sexual
excitation.

"Take me to her shining tent" and "weeping

virgin, trembling kneels before the rising sun"
13

both contain the sun images that Blake associates with
sexual energy.

For example, "shining tent" is a place that

represents a refuge for sex, and the "weeping virgin"
trembling and kneeling "before the rising sun" represents
the female awaiting the entering of the male during sexual
intercourse.

Blake provides additional references to the

sun as sexual energy in the image "arise link'd in a golden
band, and never part," which represents the male/female
bonding that results from intercourse.

The image of "walk

united, bearing food to all our tender flowers" indicates
procreation in nature.

Through these images, the Cloud

attempts to convey to Thel an affirmative and energetic
message on life, love, fertility and sexuality.
Specifically, the Cloud explains to Thel that she
should not fear her sexuality.

Instead, she should free

herself from the imprisoning attitudes that she has created
through her limited imagination, and she must use her senses
to enhance her imagination and to create a new perception of
reality in which she can exist as a sexually liberated
being.

This idea of sexual liberation, developed in Blake's

The Four Zoas and found throughout his canon, expresses his
belief that the liberation of the senses and of humanity
relates to a sexual awakening.
14

During her dialogue with the Cloud, Thel confronts her
mortality and questions her usefulness.

She laments that

she is not useful because, unlike the Cloud, she does not
contribute to the cycle of nature.

She fears that, at the

end of what she perceives as a useless existence, she will
become "the food of worms"

(3:23).

Ironically, she denies

the Worm as a phallus in life but accepts him as one that
will consume her in death.

Thus, she perceives the Worm as

a death image and denies its phallic power.

After her

dialogue with the Cloud, Thel continues to fear experience
and sexuality.

Her fear of death imprisons her, and she is

unable to use her senses and her imagination to free herself
and to enter the world of experience.
In her final encounter with the Clod of Clay and the
weeping Worm, Thel remains fearful of experience and
continues to lack the vision and imagination necessary to
act upon her desires:

The daughter of beauty wip'd her pitying tears
with her white veil,
And said.

Alas! I knew not this, and therefore

did I weep:
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That God would love a Worm I knew, and punish the
evil foot
That wilful, bruis'd its helpless form: but that
he cherish'd it
With milk and oil, I never knew; and therefore did
I weep,
And I complaind in the mild air, because I fade
away,
And lay me down in thy cold bed, and leave my
shining lot.

(5: 7-13)

Thel's fear of death is evident in the image of the weeping
Worm.

For Thel, the Worm represents both the mortality she

fears and the sexual experience she desires but cannot
fulfill.

Harold Bloom calls the Worm "the phallic emblem of

the generative world that Thel dreads entering, and the
final devourer of that world" (57) .

Thel perceives the Worm

as a representative of birth and death.

She views both

birth and sexual experience as a death, as her "cold bed" of
both the denial of experience and the end of her denial.
For Thel, her birth represents the beginning of her
mortality, and her entrance into the world of experience
represents the unavoidable death she fears.
16

The Clod of Clay invites Thel to enter the world of
experience and sexuality:

Queen of the vales, the matron Clay answerd; I
heard thy sighs.
And all thy moans flew o'er my roof.

but I have

call'd them down:
Wilt thou 0 Queen enter my house. 'tis given thee
to enter,
And to return; fear nothing.
virgin feet.

enter with thy

(5:14-17)

Her invitation, however, misleads Thel into believing that
she can leave her world of innocence and can later return to
that state of innocence "with [her] virgin feet."

Thus,

Thel contemplates how she can enter experience without
losing her innocence.

For Thel, innocence is a better

state than experience.

Tragically, Thel cannot enter the

adult world she desires unless she is willing to fall from
innocence.

Harold Bloom points out that "where there are no

oppositions of spirit, the spirit stagnates.

There are no

truths in Innocence because there are no falsehoods, and no
vision but stasis, because the only contrary to desire is
17

mere cycle"

(54).

Therefore, Thel's avoidance of experience

prohibits her from a knowledge of the meaning and truth of
her life.

Furthermore, her unwillingness to avoid the

"oppositions of spirit" causes her to remain in a visionless
ignorance and leaves her in a state of unfulfilled sexual
desire.

Thel avoids unity with all life via her denial of

sexual experience.

She fails to recognize, as the Cloud

does, that "everything that lives, I lives not alone, nor
for itself"

( 4: 2 6-27) .

When Thel arrives at the "eternal gates" and enters,
she has a brief but macabre--even ghostly--encounter with
experience and comes face to face with her own mortality:

The eternal gates terrific porter lifted the
northern bar:
Thel enter'd in & saw the secrets of the land
unknown;
She saw the couches of the dead, & where the
fibrous roots
Of every heart on earth infixes deep its restless
twists:
A land of sorrows & of tears where never smile was
seen.
18

She wanderd in the land of clouds thro' valleys
dark, listning
Dolours & lamentations: waiting oft beside a dewy
grave
She stood in silence. listning to the voices of
the ground,
Till to her own grave plot she came, & there she
sat down.
And heard this voice of sorrow breathed from the
hollow pit.

(6:1-10)

Thel's entrance through the "eternal gates" represents her
brief encounter with the world of experience.

As she

enters, she sees the "secrets of the land unknown" and faces
the desolation and pain of the world of experience.

Thel

sees the results of fallen man and the ugliness of the
"fibrous roots of every heart."

She hears the pain and

lamentations rising from the grave of fallen man.

When Thel

arrives at her own grave plot, and recognizes it as such,
she feels repulsion and shock.

The echoes of her mortality

beckon her from the hollow pit, and she realizes that she
cannot enter the world of experience.

Bloom argues that

Thel's grave plot "represents both the natural body she can
19

still refuse to assume, and also her final destiny on earth,
the literal resting place for her body after it has known
Experience"

(60).

Thel rejects her natural body and its

natural entrance into adulthood.

By rejecting the birth of

her natural body into experience, she attempts to avoid the
destined mortality of both her physical existence and her
spiritual existence, when she dies from innocence and enters
into experience.
At the end of her quest, Thel decides not to act and
chooses to remain in her state of innocence.

She comes

close to experience but "with a shriek" runs away from the
temptation and will to enter that experience.
allows her fear to influence her decision.

Thus, she

Her fear and the

continued imprisonment of her senses prevent her from
creating a new perception of reality for herself.

Through

the use of her imagination, Thel would have been able to
create a new perception of reality that would have allowed
her to leave her world of innocence and to enter into the
world of experience.

In the latter, she could exist as an

adult and fulfill her desires.

By choosing not to use her

imagination and by choosing to retreat from life and
experience, Thel remains a prisoner in her innocent state
and never achieves her full potential as a liberated woman.
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She is left alone to wander and to ask questions for which
she may never obtain answers:

Why cannot the Ear be closed to its own
destruction?
Or the glistning Eye to the poison of a smile!
Why are Eyelids stord with arrows ready drawn,
Where a thousand fighting men in ambush lie?
Or an Eye of gifts & graces, show'ring fruits &
coined gold!
Why a Tongue impress'd with honey from every wind?
Why an Ear, a whirlpool fierce to draw creations
in?
Why a Nostril wide inhaling terror trembling &
affright.
Why a tender curb upon the youthful burning boy!
Why a little curtain of flesh on the bed of our
desire?

(6:11-20)

By asking these questions related to the senses (hearing,
seeing, tasting and smelling), Thel indicates that she is
indeed imprisoned within her limited vision.

She fails to

recognize "the glisning Eye" as the opening of love; the
21

"Eyelids stord with arrows ready drawn" as the arrows of
Cupid's passion; the "show'ring fruits and coined gold!" as
visions of wealth and abundance; and the "honey" as an image
of sexual substance.

The use of the imagination to expand

her vision would have enabled Thel to perceive these senses
as positive and to overcome the "natural" constraints of
repression that imprison and bind her to an innocent state.
Thel's questions also demonstrate that she lacks the
courage and imagination to reach beyond the natural senses
and to free herself from her fear of death and sexual
experience.

Thel never seems to come to terms with the

creative potential of the first four natural senses.

These

senses could liberate her by allowing her to reach outside
of her physical reality and by enabling her to use her
imagination to create a new perception of her current state.
Instead of seeing the senses as positive, potential vehicles
for her liberation, Thel sees the senses as dangerous
because the senses can procure her entrance into the world
of experience that she fears.
The fifth sense, touching, subconsciously represents a
threat to Thel's innocent state.

When she asks,

"Why a

tender curb upon the youthful burning boy! I Why a little
curtain of flesh on the bed of our desire?"
22

(4:19-20), Thel

demonstrates that she neither understands nor accepts her
sexuality.

For example, she questions the desire of the

"youthful burning boy" and acknowledges that she also has
that desire.

She recognizes the hymen as the "little

curtain of flesh" that reminds her of her desire for sexual
experience and of her frustration in being unable or
unwilling to have that desire satisfied.
Thel would rather exist in her world of innocence.

She

chooses to escape her innermost desires by evading
experience and by retreating to her condition of innocence.
She struggles with moral rejection and with the social and
moral fear of having a broken hymen.

Although her quest

provides a small view of experience, Thel cannot cope with
the realities and consequences of existing in the adult
world.

Thus, she fled "back unhindered till she came into

the vales of Har"

(6:21).

Death is Thel's ultimate source of anxiety that evokes
her sexual repression.

By seeing sex as the onset of death,

instead of the liberation of the imagination of which Blake
writes, Thel fails to find freedom and to achieve unity of
both body and mind.

Thus, her greatest failure is not only

that she does not come to terms with sex, but also that she
does not come to terms with death.
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The illustration for

Plate 6 indicates Thel's final condition by depicting three
children riding a dragon-headed serpent with a coiled tail.
Also relevant is that the serpent, as a symbol of sexuality, seems completely non-threatening, even amiable, to the
children willing to accept it in the spirit of innocence,
unlike Thel.

The serpent appears to be riding backwards,

thus signifying Thel's retreat to Har where she will remain
a tragic, lonely figure.
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Oothoon's Quest for Experience

In The Book of Urizen, Blake speaks of the "Net of
Religion," a term that refers to the web of ideologies that
constrains the human mind and narrows its perspective.

For

Blake, this web is the religious ideology that keeps men and
women from letting go of their imagination and from
realizing their potential and creative genius.

In The Book

of Urizen, Blake criticizes religious dogma and the Church
of England's strict codes of behavior and blames them for
turning "the Senses inward rush'd shrinking I Beneath the
dark net of infection" (25:28-29).

He refers to the codes

as the net that tightens around man's imagination "Till the
shrunken eyes clouded over I Discernd not the woven
hipocrisy I But the streaky slime in their heavens I Brought
together by narrowing perceptions" (25:31-34).

Blake uses

these images to represent the men who cannot discern between
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truth and hypocrisy because they have been infected by
Reason and live under the domination of the codes of the
organized Church.

These men are blinded by a codified

morality that inhibits their perception and hinders their
imagination.
In The Visions of the Daughters of Albion, Oothoon
desires to pass from the door of innocence into the world of
experience.

While Thel decides not to act and remains

trapped in the net, Oothoon struggles against the net during
her quest for experience.

Unlike Thel, Oothoon does not

retreat from life and experience.

Instead, she desires to

control her life as she enters the adult world.

In order to

obtain control of her life, Oothoon must liberate herself
from this codified morality and from those who have been
infected by Reason.

In the opening lines of The Visions of

the Daughters of Albion, the virgin Oothoon is found in a
state of innocence: "I loved Theotormon I And I was not
ashamed I I trembled in my virgin fears I And I hid in
Leutha's vale!"

(iii:l-4).

By hiding in Leutha's vale,

Oothoon had attempted to avoid sexual experience.

Duerksen

states that Oothoon's temporary attempt to avoid sexual
experience relates to "fearful submission to ordered
discipline, sexual repression, and fearful sublimation to
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which the daughters of Albion are still enslaved"

(186) .

According to Duerksen, Blake considers repression as "the
greatest of evils" and equates this repression with slavery
(187) .
While Albion's daughters remain enslaved to Urizen's
tyrannical code of Reason, Oothoon attempts to escape her
repressed condition by acting:

I plucked Leutha's flower,
And I rose up from the vale;
But the terrible thunders tore
My virgin mantle in twain.

(iii:S-8)

Then Oothoon pluck'd the flower saying,
I pluck thee from thy bed
Sweet flower and put thee here to glow between my
breasts
And thus I turn my face to where my whole soul
seeks.
Over the waves she went in wing'd exulting swift
delight;
And over Theotormon's reign, took her impetuous
course.

(1:11-15)
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By plucking the flower and placing it between her breasts,
Oothoon chooses to experience sexuality and to enter the
world of experience.

The illustration for Plate iii depicts

a naked Oothoon kneeling and kissing a flower.

In The

Illustrated Blake, David Erdman notes that the flower,
probably a Marygold, was used in May Day festivals to
protect the fertility of maidens (128).

Thus, Oothoon's

interaction with the Marygold provides an image of her
virginity and her fertility.

When she plucks the flower and

places it between her breasts, she expresses her sexual
desire for her lover, Theotormon.

By choosing to enter the

world of experience, she challenges the sexually repressive
laws of Reason and strives to obtain her freedom.

However,

Bromion, who represents Urizen's code of Reason, "rents her
with his thunders on his stormy bed."

In The Complete

Poetry and Prose of William Blake, Bloom states in his
commentary that "the 'terrible thunders' of the roaring
Bromion intervene to ruin the voluntary aspect" of Oothoon's
attempt to experience sexuality (901) .

By raping Oothoon,

Bromion seeks to thwart her desire for experience and to
assert Reason's power and dominance in order to keep her
enslaved to a constraining belief system.
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Following the rape, Bromion treats Oothoon like a
prostitute:

"Bromion spoke. behold this harlot here on

Bromions bed, I And let the jealous dolphins sport around
the lovely maid"
her future:

(1:18-19).

Further, he demands control of

"Now thou maist marry Bromions harlot, and

protect the child I Of Bromions rage, that Oothoon shall put
forth in nine moons time"

(2:1-2).

Forced to experience

sexuality with a man she does not love, Oothoon feels
exploited and betrayed.

Harold Bloom states that "the

uneasy violence of Bromion has its sexual origins in the
sadism of a slave-owning morality and the inverted
sensuality of debased Puritanism that Lawrence was to call
'sex in the head'"

(107).

Bromion justifies Oothoon's rape

in the same manner that slave owners justified the cruel
treatment of their slaves.

Both Oothoon and the slaves are

regarded as objects, rather than as human beings. Therefore,
Bromion feels that he can do as he pleases with Oothoon.
His thorough indoctrination into his belief system and codes
of morality causes him to feel superior and allows him to
justify his actions against Oothoon.

Bloom argues that in

spite of Bromion's violence, Oothoon becomes awakened in her
sensibility and experiences a "more abundant life coming
into being"

(107) .
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Oothoon's newly awakened sensibility allows her to
begin her journey into experience and enables her to cope
with Theotormon's unsympathetic and negative reaction to her
rape:

Then storms rent Theotormon's limbs; he rolld his
waves around.
And folded his black jealous waters round the
adulterate pair
Bound back to back in Bromions caves terror &
meekness dwell
At entrance Theotormon sits wearing the threshold
hard
With secret tears; beneath him sound like waves on
a desart shore
The voice of slaves beneath the sun, and children
bought with money.
That shiver in religious caves beneath the burning
fires
Of lust, that belch incessant from the summits of
the earth.

(2:3-10)
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Instead of receiving Oothoon as the unwilling victim of a
violent crime, Theotormon "folded his black jealous waters
round the adulterate pair."

He sees her as an adulteress

and feels jealousy toward Oothoon and Bromion.

The

illustration for Plate 8 depicts Theotormon hiding his face
to avoid looking at the naked figures of Bromion and
Oothoon, who are bound back to back.

The ball and chain on

Bromion's feet represent the tyrannical moral codes to which
Bromion is bound, and also allude to his attempt to imprison
Oothoon, both physically and spiritually.

Theotormon's

acceptance of the tyrannical codes prevents him from
offering Oothoon the sympathy and support that she needs and
deserves.

His distortion of the situation and his inability

to distinguish between rape and love stem from his
Puritanical morality, the same morality that allows Bromion
to justify his violence against Oothoon by treating her as
an object that must be controlled.

This morality causes

Theotormon to play the role of the victim and to absorb
himself in self-pity.

He rejects Oothoon and blames her for

his condition. Initially, Oothoon accepts his moral
judgment, but her self-perception changes:
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Oothoon weeps not: she cannot weep!

her tears are

locked up;
But she can howl incessant writhing her soft snowy
limbs.
And calling Theotormons Eagles to prey upon her
flesh.
I call with holy voice! kings of the sounding air,
Rend away this defiled bosom that I may reflect.
The image of Theotormon on my pure transparent
breast.

(2:11-16)

In his commentary, Bloom states that Oothoon initially seems
to "accept the morality of her ravisher and her lover, but
the acceptance is belied by the psychic actuality of her
reaction to her new state" (901) .

Oothoon cannot weep

because she does not believe that her sexual experience has
made her unclean.

Instead, sexual desire has awakened in

her "snowy white limbs," and she wishes to have that desire
satisfied by the man she loves, Theotormon.

She perceives

herself as pure and refuses to accept the judgments that
Bromion and Theotormon have pronounced against her.

The

perception of her body's purity enables Oothoon to take the
first step in freeing herself from the constraints of
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Reason.

She exercises this freedom by going to Theotormon

and asking him to consummate his love for her.
that consummation will heal her:
am pure.

She believes

" ... Arise my Theotormon I

Because the night is gone that clos'd me in its

deadly black"

(2:28-29).

When Oothoon expresses her awakened sensibility, she
begins to reject the constraints of Reason and the
limitations of the five senses with which she has been
conditioned:

They told me that the night & day were all that I
could see;
They told me that I had five senses to inclose me
up.
And they inclos'd my infinite brain into a narrow
circle.
And sunk my heart into the Abyss, a red round
globe hot burning
Till all from life I was obliterated and erased.
(2:30-34)

By reaching beyond the natural senses, Oothoon begins her
journey into "organized innocence," a term Blake uses to
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explain that the values of innocence can be reorganized
after experience and can be used to move into and to cope
with experience.

While Theotormon experiences cognitive

imprisonment and torment within the walls of the Urizenic
belief system, Oothoon finds freedom from moral constraints
by emerging from the "narrow circle" in which Reason had
enclosed her mind.

Furthermore, she begins to break through

the boundaries of time and space by using her imagination
and by challenging conventional belief systems.
Theotormon's inability to accept and forgive Oothoon
and his perception that she has lost her virginity cause him
to believe that making love to Oothoon will ruin him.

In

Biblical Tradition in Blake's Early Prophecies, Leslie
Tannenbaum argues that Theotormon's is a "Gospel of Jealousy
that would condemn rather than forgive the sinner" (188),
and that Theotormon represents "man's perverse and continued
self-enslavement to the elements, which are the laws or
systems of thought that sacrifice the individual and his or
her energies to the state or to some abstract concept of
good" (188).

Clearly, Theotormon's abstract concept that

Oothoon is less of a person because she has involuntarily
lost her virginity demonstrates the "self-enslavement to the
elements" of which Tannenbaum writes.
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Theotormon's

cognitive enslavement confuses him, and he questions whether
making love to Oothoon will pollute him: "If thou [thought]
returnest to the present moment of affliction I Wilt thou
bring comforts on thy wings. and dews and honey and balm; /
Or poison from the desart wilds, from the eyes of the
envier" (4:9-11).

Thus, Theotormon finds himself imprisoned

in an "either-or dilemma" as he tries to decide whether
physical contact with Oothoon will bring him sweet comfort
or "poison from the desart wilds."

Theotormon questions

whether reflection will enrich the present moment or
"poison" it.

His lack of imagination keeps him from

creating a reality that will allow him to break free from
this either-or situation and to accept Oothoon.
Oothoon agonizes as she struggles against Theotormon's
jealousy, his lack of imagination and his refusal to accept
her as a person.

In Blake: Prophet Against Empire, David

Erdman refers to Theotormon as Oothoon's "jealous but
inhibited lover who fails to recognize her divine humanity"
(228) .

Blake disapproves of this jealousy that blinds

Theotormon's perceptions and that prevents him from seeing
Oothoon as a human being worthy of his acceptance and love.
Theotormon's jealousy and his inability to see Oothoon as a
worthy human being inflict more grief upon Oothoon than
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Bromion's rape itself.

Thus, Theotormon's perception of

Oothoon and his actions toward her represent a form of
psychological rape toward Oothoon.

Martin Day notes that

"perfect unions are frequently prevented by the jealousy of
lovers, hypocrisy in those loved, and the rigid persecution
of an authoritarian society.

These deficiencies, not the

sex impulse, are the genuine crimes and the true cause of
human suffering"

(299).

Clearly, Theotormon's jealousy and

his rigid adherence to Reason's morality prevent him from
loving and accepting Oothoon, and from recognizing what
Blake refers to as her "divine humanity."

She attempts to

free Theotormon from these "deficiencies" but fails.

When

she realizes that he cannot hear or understand her
sufferings, she appeals to his god of Reason:

0 Urizen!

Creator of men! mistaken Demon of

heaven:
Thy joys are tears! thy labour vain, to form men
to thine image.
How can one joy absorb another? are not different
joys
Holy, eternal, infinite! and each joy is a Love.
(5:3-6)
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Oothoon argues that Urizen cannot force himself on men and
mold them into his image.

Each person is unique, and each

one's imagination cannot conform to Urizen's ideas.

Oothoon

defies Urizen's moral laws and defends her character:

Then is Oothoon a whore indeed!

and all the

virgin joys
Of life are harlots: and Theotormon is a sick mans
dream
And Oothoon is the crafty slave of selfish
holiness.
But Oothoon is not so, a virgin fill'd with virgin
fancies
Open to joy and to delight where ever beauty
appears
If in the morning sun I find it; there my eyes are
fix'd.

(6:18-23)

In happy copulation; if in evening mild. wearied
with work;
Sit on a bank and draw the pleasures of this free
born joy. (7:1-2)
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Oothoon rejects virginity as a pure state which one can lose
involuntarily.

She views herself as pure in her desire to

love Theotormon.
purity.

For her, love, not chastity, demonstrates

She perceives virginity as a state beyond the five

senses where she can partake of the "joy and . . . delight
where ever beauty appears."

Duerksen states that Blake uses

the word virgin to "suggest not permanence but a perpetually
renewing transience" and that "what keeps Oothoon a virgin
is her continual dying to the old state and being born into
the new--always anticipating and accepting the joy that it
permits her to experience and to share"

(192-193) .

Oothoon's renewal and her continual birth into new
experiences allow her to find physical and emotional
healing.

By praising free love and using her creative

genius, Oothoon turns away from Reason's constraints and
begins to function independently of Urizen.

Her imagination

allows her to redefine herself against Reason's morality.
Harold H. Hinkel states that Oothoon now perceives virginity
and innocence as mental states or "states of awareness that
inspire receptiveness to experience," and that "the loss of
innocence is not an end, but a beginning"

(287).

Oothoon's

changed mental perceptions free her from Reason's
constraints.

Her move into experience marks the beginning
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of an independent existence and the birth of a new state of
being which Urizen's Reason cannot control.
Having begun to function independently from Reason,
Oothoon criticizes Reason's restraints and speaks of the
consequences of repressing desire:

The moment of desire! the moment of desire! The
virgin
That pines for man; shall awaken her womb to
enormous joys
In the secret shadows of her chamber; the youth
shut up from
The lustful joy. shall forget to generate. &
create an amorous image
In the shadows of his curtains and in the folds of
his silent pillow.
Are not these the places of religion? the rewards
of continence?
The self enjoyings of self denial? Why dost thou
seek religion?
Is it because acts are not lovely that thou
seekest solitude,
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Where the horrible darkness is impressed with
reflections of desire.
Father of Jealousy. be thou accursed from the
earth!
Why hast thou taught my Theotormon this accursed
thing?
Till beauty fades from off my shoulders darken'd
and cast out,
A solitary shadow wailing on the margin of
non-entity.

(7:3-15)

Oothoon argues that Urizen's laws cannot stop sexual desires
because man will always find a way of gratifying these
desires, openly or "in the shadows of his curtains and in
the folds of his silent pillow."

She criticizes religion's

restraints on sexuality and states that sexual repression
leads to masturbation.

Ironically, the laws that attempt to

prevent expressions of sexual desire force man to engage in
acts considered by the law as evil and "not lovely."
Oothoon calls Urizen a "Father of Jealousy" and
blames him for Theotormon's tormented state and for his
rejection of her love:
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I cry, Love! Love! Love! happy happy Love! free as
the mountain wind!
Can that be Love, that drinks another as a sponge
drinks water?
That clouds with jealousy his nights, with
weepings all the day:
To spin a web of age around him. grey and hoary!
dark!
Till his eyes sicken at the fruit that hangs
before his sight.
Such is self-love that envies all! a creeping
skeleton
With lamplike eyes watching around the frozen
marriage bed.

(7:16-22)

Oothoon cannot comprehend a love that attempts to control
another person "as a sponge drinks water."

She feels anger

because Urizen has caused Theotormon's jealous state and
self-pity--by codifying the world as one of restraint and
isolation--and blames him for Theotormon's self-absorption
in the moral codes, for his inability to see beyond the five
natural senses and for his unwillingness to move into
experience.

John Middleton Murry states that "for man to
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gain knowledge of the nature of his own unity he must pass
beyond the five senses that close him in and discover the
total soul, of which the body is the portion discerned by
the five senses" (31) .

Murry explains that Blake refers to

this total soul as the "Poetic Genius or True Man."
Clearly, Theotormon's absorption in the moral codes keeps
him from acknowledging his unity, reaching beyond his
senses, and using his "Poetic Genius" to create a new
perception of reality in which Oothoon and he can coexist in
harmony.
As a woman of vision, Oothoon bravely passes from the
door of innocence into the world of experience.

Tragically,

her love for Theotormon and her desire to free him from
Urizen keep her from achieving a complete state of
"organized innocence."

Although she obtains independence

from Urizen's Reason, achieves a new state of being and
finds physical and emotional healing, she remains an
emotional slave to Reason as she continues to struggle
against Urizen in a hopeless attempt to free Theotormon.
Nevertheless, Oothoon's personal triumphs cannot be
overlooked.

While Bromion and Theotormon remain in their

narrow constructs, Oothoon breaks free and uses her "Poetic
Genius" to create a new perception of reality for herself.
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Hinkel states that Oothoon "has discovered the spiritual and
eternal that reside within this material world . . . has
found her way back to her human center and has seen through
to the world contained in a grain of sand; the others have
not" (288).
During her journey from innocence into experience,
Oothoon discovers that she can free herself from Reason's
moral constraints without achieving a complete state of
"organized innocence."

Her most significant discovery

occurs when she learns to use the power of the human
imagination to create a new concept of self, to rise above
her circumstances and to build a new perception of reality
in which she can function independently from Urizen.

She

accomplishes this through the liberation of her senses.
In her feminist critique of Blake's female characters,
Susan Fox argues that Blake represents females as "weak or
power hungry" (507) .
with Fox.

In the case of Oothoon, I disagree

I perceive Oothoon as a strong and positive

female character, not a power hungry or weak woman.
Oothoon's strength appears evident in her ability to
confront her accusers and to rise above their judgments and
negative perceptions of her character.

Oothoon confronts

Urizen and makes a strong case for her purity as she defends
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her character.

She defies Urizen's laws and shows courage

as she reveals the hypocrisy of the moral codes and argues
that the laws cannot stop sexual desire.

Furthermore,

Oothoon confronts Theotormon and tells him that, in spite of
Bromion's violation of her body, she is pure and is worthy
of his love.

Oothoon, like Blake, was ahead of her times.

She was the sexually liberated woman that Blake prophesied
would be essential in the attainment of mutual liberation
for the sexes.
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Conclusion

Through the study and exploration of these characters,
I realize that both men and women can experience a personal
transformation when they encounter Blake.

The challenge of

reading Blake and of attempting to understand his private
mythology, which is an enclosed system, cause the reader to
experience paradoxically an opening of the mind never
imagined possible.

The humanity of Blake's characters, the

powerful images in his verbal texts and the pictorial
elements in his visual texts that Blake uses in
complementary fashion all work in unison to expand the
reader's mind and to evoke an understanding of Blake's
ideas.

For example, by revising the entire Judeo-Christian

mythology through his texts and "illuminated engravings,"
Blake invents a new concept of God and challenges the
reader's conventional concept of God.

45

Accepting this

challenge is what Blake calls "a liberation of the senses."
This liberation occurs when the reader becomes a different
person through the study of Blake.

By challenging the

reader's lifestyle, the reader begins to rethink her ideas
and to experience her own liberation of the senses.
My reflection on Thel and Oothoon as archetypal
representatives of women living in the eighteenth century
permits me to explore their relevance to contemporary women
of the twentieth century.

Although Thel and Oothoon may

appear to be distant and fictional characters created and
molded in the revolutionary imagination of Blake, I find a
significant thread connecting these characters to women late
in this century.

From his creation of Bromion and

Theotormon, Blake establishes himself as a visionary in that
his characters have authentic contemporary connections to
some twentieth-century men as modern authority figures whom
I shall discuss further.

These connections among Blake's

characters and their modern-day counterparts possess
potential significance for contemporary women.
Like many of today's women, Thel and Oothoon experience
the inhibitions and the imprisonment created by what Blake
refers to as the "dark net of religion" that seeks to
constrain the human spirit and to stifle the imagination.
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Thel, fearful of her sexuality but desiring to experience it
in its fullness, chooses to flee from experience and returns
to her comfortable world of innocence--her "Edenic" cocoon.
Her desire and her imagination are frustrated when she finds
herself caught in that ideological "net."

Today, some of

the church codes and social codes encourage women to retreat
into and remain in this world of naive innocence.

For

example, some religious groups interpret the New Testament
scripture, "A woman should learn in quietness and full
submission.

Do not permit a woman to teach or to have

authority over a man; she must be silent,"

(I Timothy

2:11-12) as a God-inspired mandate that women should not be
allowed to speak their minds in matters of religion and
politics.

Their subordinating categorization ignores

Blake's profound implication that art, politics and religion
are one (Damon 206; Jerusalem) and his statements that
"Energy is Eternal Delight" (MHH PL4; PPWB 34), and "That
all deities reside in the human breast" (MHH PLll; PPWB 38).
By hindering, or even preventing, women's participation
in these areas of society, men keep women in a powerless,
subservient state.

For example, modern women are still

viewed as second-class citizens in this society.
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This

subordination, in turn, affects both their earning power in
the job market and their social status.

Many women are kept

subservient in the area of religion by some religious groups
that do not allow women to be ministers or to have
leadership positions in their church.
Oothoon, brave enough to choose experience and to seek
the fulfillment of her sexual desires, experiences rape by a
man who wishes to control and to enslave her both
spiritually and physically.

Like Oothoon, many of today's

women desire experience and freedom, but are dissuaded and,
oftentimes, prohibited from fulfilling these desires.
Instead, they are encouraged to remain in a state of
innocence, so they can continue in the "virtuous" state, as
defined by religious and social standards.

The idea that

virginity is a desirable state for a female is almost as
prevalent today as it was in the eighteenth century.

For

example, a religious movement called "True Love Waits"
encourages both females and males to take a vow of celibacy
until marriage (Ingrassia 60) .
Bromion's twentieth-century contemporaries are the men
who attempt to enforce the moral codes of the church.

These

men strive to enforce their authority over both men and
women.

Their goal is to repress self-expression, to thwart
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creativity and to dwarf sexual desires in the name of an
artificial morality and of dominating religious codes.
Today's "Bromions" continue to repress society, causing both
men and women to live enslaved by the codes.

Like Thel and

Oothoon, many twentieth century women still live enslaved.
They exist in a patriarchal society where they are
controlled by male figures, such as fathers, husbands, and
religious and political leaders.

For example, many cultures

have their socio-political system organized in such a way
that the men retain almost all of the power and make
decisions that affect the lives of women.

By perpetuating a

predominantly male power structure, men maintain a
culturally imbedded patriarchal society.

An example of this

control is found in the relationship between Theotormon and
Bromion.

Theotormon is subservient to Bromion because he

fears the loss of male authority.

Although Theotormon may

desire to love and to accept Oothoon, he is trapped between
his love for her and his enslavement to Bromion's codes.

He

chooses to remain enslaved to these codes because this power
is the only way he knows how to maintain his male authority
over Oothoon.

Accepting Oothoon would mean surrendering his

male power, his "maleness."
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Men are also controlled by powerful male figures who
instill in them the need to keep women subservient.
Ironically, the men repress the men who, in turn, repress
the women.

Male figures control by enforcing the concept of

"maleness," which causes men to live out a socially imposed
but assumed "natural" male image of power and control.

For

example, men who show respect for their wives and who strive
for an egalitarian marriage may be labeled as "henpecked" by
men who subscribe to this concept of "maleness."

The latter

may perceive sexual equality as a loss of male power.
Theotormon also has his share of modern day
contemporaries.

These are men who perhaps long to be free

from the codes but who do not have the courage to break free
from them.

These men are rigid in their narrow worldviews

and are unwilling or unable to change their perceptions and
to use their imagination to attain freedom.

If they could

use their imagination, defined by Blake as not simply the
imaginative faculty, but an imagination that is transforming
and that becomes a measure of salvation and deliverance from
the artificial, Urizenic codes that imprison humanity, they
would be empowered to reach beyond the constraints of the
codes and would experience both spiritual and physical
freedom.

Blake argues that:

50

Those who restrain desire, do so because theirs is
weak enough to
be restrained; and the restrainer or reason
usurps its place & governs the unwilling.
And being restraind it by degrees becomes passive
till it is only the shadow of desire.

(MHH

PLS; PPWB 34)

The great fear of both men and women is that they will lose
their soul or their salvation.

Both men and women fear this

loss because they embrace the patriarchal and hierarchial
structures set forth by men in their interpretation of
religion.

Ironically, they fear losing their salvation and

fear the imagination that, according to Blake, offers true
salvation to mankind.
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